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magazine or Ms. Magazine’s “No Comment” section; participate in the Third Wave
Foundation’s “I $py Sexism” campaign or Mind on the Media’s GirlCaught cam-

paign.

3. Find out more about how your body works, for example, by reading Our Bodies,

Ourselves for the New Century.

Learn about the body concerns of women from a different group than your own.
5. Attend a meeting of an organization concerned with body issues,
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“The More You Subtract,
the More You Add” (1999)

Cutting Girls Down to Size

Jean Kilbourne

--- Adolescents are new and inexperienced
consumers—and such prime targets. They are in
the process of learning their values and roles and
developing their self-concepts. Most teenagers are
gensitive to peer pressure and find it difficult to
resist or even to question the dominant cultural
messages perpetuated and reinforced by the me-
dia, Mass communication has made possible a
kind of national peer pressure that erodes private
and individual values and standards, as well as
community values and standards. As Margaret
Mead once said, today our children are not
brought up by parents, they are brought up by the
mass media.!

Advertisers are aware of their role and do not
hesitate to take advantage of the insecurities and
anxieties of young people, usually in the guise of
offering solutions. A cigarette provides a symbol
of independence. A pair of designer jeans or sneak-
ers convey status. The right perfume or beer

resolves doubts about femininity or masculinity,
All young people are vulnerable to these messages
and adolescence is a difficult time for most people,
perhaps especially these days. ... But there is a
particular kind of suffering in our culture that
afflicts girls.

... Girls who were active, confident, feisty at
the ages of eight and nine and ten often become hes-
itant, insecure, self-doubting at eleven. Their self-
esteem plummets. As Carol Gilligan, Mary Pipher
and other social critics and psychologists have
pointed out. .., adolescent girls in America are
afflicted with a range oI problems, - including low
self-ésteem, eating disorders, binge drinking, date
Tape and other dating violence, teen pregnancy, and
@Tise'In cigarette smoking 2~
"It is Important to understand that these prob-
lems go way beyond individual psychological
development and pathology. Even girls who are
raised in loving homes by supportive parents grow
up in a toxic cultural environment, at risk for self-
mutilation, eating disorders, and addictions. The
culture, both reflected and reinforced by advertis-
ing, urges girls to adopt a false self, to bury alive
their real selves, to become “feminine,” which
means to be nice and kind and sweet, to compete
with other girls for the attention of boys, and to
value romantic relationships with boys above all
else. Girls are put into a terrible double bind. They
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- are supposed to repress their power, their anger,
their exubéfance and be simply “nice,” although
theyalso eventually miist compete with men
iti"the business world and.be successful. They must
be overtly sexy and attractive but essentially pas-
siygii—nd virginal. Tt is not surprising that most girls
experience this time as painful and confusing, espe-
cially if they are unconscious of these conflicting
demands.

Of course, it is impossible to speak accurately pf
girls as a monolithic group. The socialization that
emphasizes passivity and compliance does not
apply to many African-American and Jewish girls,
who are often encouraged to be assertive and out-
spoken, and working-class girls are usually not ex-
pected to be stars in the business world. Far from
protecting these girls from eating disorders and

other problems, these differences more often mean

that the problems remain hidden or undiagnosed
and the girls are even less likely to get help. Eating
problems affect girls from African-American, Asian,
Native American, Hispanic, and Latino families
and from every socioeconomic background.” The
racism and classism that these girls experience
exacerbate their problems. Sexism is by no means
the only trauma they face. . . .

Girls try to make sense of the contradictory
expectations of themselves in a culture dominated
by advertising. Advertising is one of the most
potent messengers in a culture that can be toxic
for girls’ self-esteem. Indeed, if we looked only at
advertising images, this would be a bleak world
for females. Girls are extremely desirable to ad-
vertisers because they are new consumers, are be-
ginning to have significant disposable income,
and are developing brand loyalty that might last a
lifetime. . , .

Seventeen, a magazine aimed at girls about
twelve to fifteen, sells these girls to advertisers in an
ad that says, “She’s the one you want. She's the one
We've got.” The copy continues, “She pursues
beauty and fashion at every turn” and concludes
with, “It's more than a magazine. It's her life.” In
another similar ad, Seventeen refers to itself as a
8itl's “Bible.” Many girls read magazines like this
and take the advice seriously. Regardless of the
Intent of the advertisers, what are the messages that
8irls are getting? . . .

. Primarily girls are told by advertisers that what
1S most important about thern is their perfume, their

clothing, their bodies, their beauty, Their “essence”
is their underwear. “He says the first thing he no-
ticed about you is your great personality,” says an
ad featuring a very young woman in tight jeans. The
copy continues, “He lies.” “If this is your idea of a
great catch,” says an ad for a cosmetic kit from a teen
magazine featuring a cute boy, “this is your tackle
box.” Even very little girls are offered makeup and
toys like Special Night Barbie, which shows them
how to dress up for a night out. Girls of all ages get
the message that they must be flawlessly beautiful
and, above all these days, they must be thin,

Even more destructively, they get the message
that this is possible, that, with enough effort and
self-sacrifice, they can achieve this ideal. Thus
many girls spend enormous amounts of time and
energy attempting to achieve something that is not
only trivial but also completely unattainable. The
glossy images of flawlessly beautiful and extremely
thin women that surround us would not have the
impact they do if we did not live in a culture that
encourages us to believe we can and should remake
our bodies into perfect commodities. These images
play into the American belief of transformation and
ever-new possibilities, no longer via hard work but
via the purchase of the right products. . . .

Women are especially vulnerable because our
bodies have been objectified and commodified for
s0 long. And young women are the most vulnerable,
especially those who have experienced early depriva-
tiom, $exiial abuse, family violence, or other traurna.
‘Culiivating @ thinmer body offers some hope of con-
trol and success o a young woman with a poor self-
image and overwhelming personal problems that
have no easy solutions.

Although troubled young women are especially
vulnerable, these messages affect all girls. A re-
searcher at Brigham and Women's Hospital in
Boston found that the more frequently girls read
magazines, the more likely they were to diet and to
feel that magazines influence their ideal body
shape. Nearly half reported wanting to lose weight
because of a magazine picture (but only 29 percent
were actually overweight). Studies at Stanford Uni-
versity and the University of Massachusetts found

that about 70 percent of college women say they feel -

worse about their own looks after reading women’s *™*_

magazines™ Another study, this one of 350 young
men and women, found that a preoccupation with
one’s appearance takes a toll on mental health.




Women scored much higher than men on what
the researchers called Y'self-objectification.”| This
tendency to view one’s body from the outside in—
regarding physical attractiveness, sex appeal, mea-
surements, and weight as more central to one’s
physical identity than health, strength, energy level,
coordination, or fitness—has many harmful effects,
including diminished mental performance, in-
creased feelifigs of shameé and anxiety, depression,
sexual dysfunction, and the development of eating
isorders.

—These images of women seem to affect men
most strikingly by influencing how they judge the
real women in their lives. Male college students
who viewed just one episode of Charlie’s Angels,
the hit television show of the 1970s that featured
three beautiful women, were harsher in their eval-
uations of the attractiveness of potential dates
than were males who had not seen the episode.” In
another study, male college students shown
centerfolds from Playboy and Penthouse were more
likely to find their own girlfriends less sexually
attractive,

Adolescent girls are especially vulnerable to the
obsession with thinness, for many reasons. One is
the ominous peer pressure on young people.
Adolescence is a time of such self-consciousness
and terror of shame and humiliation. Boys are
shamed for being too small, too “weak,” too soft,
too sensitive. And girls are shamed for being too
sexual, 100 loud, too boisterous, too big (in any
sense of the word),W
Many young women have told me that their
boyfriends wanted them to lose weight. One said
.that her boyfriend had threatened to leave her if she
didn't lose five pounds. “Why don’t you leave
him,” [ asked, “and lose 160?"

The situation is very different for men. The double
standard is reflected in an ad for a low-fat pizza:
“He eats a brownie . . . you eat a rice cake. He eats a
juicy burger . ..you €at a low fat entree. He eats
pizza ...you eat pizza. Finally, life is fair” Al-
though some men develop eating problems, the
predominant cultural message remains that a hearty
appetite and a large size is desirable in a man, but
not so in a woman. . .. )

Normal physiological changes during adoles-
cence result in increased body fat for women. If
these normal changes are considered undesirable
by the culture (and by parents and peers), this can

lead to chronic anxiety and concern about welgnt
control in young women. A ten-year-old girl wrote
to New Moon, a feminist magazine for girls, “T was
at the beach and was in my bathing suit. I have kind
of fat legs, and my uncle told me I had fat legs in
front of all my cousins and my cousins’ friends. 1
was so embarrassed, I went up to my room and
shut the door. When 1 went downstairs again,
everyone started teasing me.”® Young women are
even encouraged to worry about small fluctuations
in their weight. “Sometimes what you wear to din-
ner may depend on what you eat for breakfast,”
says an ad for cereal that pictures a slinky black
dress. In truth, daily and weekly and monthly fluc-
tuations in weight are perfectly normal.

The obsession starts early. Some studies have
found that from 40 to 80 percent of fourth-grade
girls are dieting.” Today at least one-third of twelve-
G thirteen-year-old girls are actively trying to lose
weight, by dieting, vomiting, using laxatives, or tak-
ing diet pills.’® One survey found that 63 percent of
high-school girls were on diets, compared with only
16 percent of men."! And a survey in Massachusetts
found that the single largest group of high-school
students considering or attempting suicide are
girls who feel they are overweight'> Imagine.
Girls made to feel so terrible about themselves that
they would rather be dead than fat. This wouldn’t
be happening, of course, if it weren’t for our last
“socially acceptable” prejudice— ism, 1% Fat
children are ostracized and ridiculed from the mo-
ment they enter school, and fat adults, women in
particular, are subjected to public contempt and
scorn. This strikes terror into the hearts of all
women, many of whom, unfortunately, identify
with the oppressor and become vicious to them-
selves and each other.

No wonder it is hard to find a woman, espe-
cially a young woman, in America today who hasa
truly healthy attitude toward her body and toward
food. Just as the disease of alcoholism is the extreme
end of a continuum that includes a wide range of al-
cohol use and abuse, so are bulimia and anocrexia
the extreme results of an obsession with eating and
weight control that grips many young women with
serious and potentially very dangerous results. Al-
though eating problems are often thought to result
from vanity, the truth is that they, like other addic-
tions and compulsive behavior, usually have
deeper roots—not only genetic predisposition and
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biochemical vulnerabilities, but also childhoad
sexual abugse,

Advertising doesn’t cause eating problems, of
course, any more than it causes alcoholism. Anorexia
in particular is a disease with a complicated etiology,
and media images probably don’t play a major role,
However, these images certainly contribute to the
body-hatred so many young womer feel and to
some of the resuiting eating problems, which range
from bulimia to compulsive overeating to simply
being obsessed with controlling one’s appetite. Ad-
vertising does promote abusive and abriormal atti-
tudes about eating, drinking, and thinnéss. It thus
provides fertile soil for these obsessions to take root
in and creates a climate of denial in which these dis-
eases flourish.

The influence of the media is strikin ly illus-
trated in a . .. study that found a sharp rise in eat-
ing disorders among youhg women in Fiji soon
after the introduction of television to the culture %
Before television was available, there was little talk
of dieting in Fiji. “You've gained weight” was a tra-
ditional compliment and “going thin” the sign of a
Problem. In 1995 television came to the island.
Within three years, the number of teenagers at risk
for eating disorders more than doubled, 74 percent
of the teens in the study said they felt “too big ortoo
fat,” and 62 percent said they had dieted in the past
month. Of course, this doesn't prove a direct causal
link between television and eating disorders. Fiji is
a culture in transition in many ways. However, it
Seems more than coincidental that the Fiji girls who
were heavy viewers of television were 50 percent
more likely to describe themselves ag fat and 30 per-
cent more likely to diet than those gitls who watched
television less frequently. As Ellen Goodman says,
“The big success story of our entertainment industry
I$ our ability to export insecurity: We can make any

. Woman anywhere feel perfectly rotten about her
* shape, "6

Being obsessed about one's weight is made to
Seem normal and even appealing in ads for unre-
Iated pProducts, such as a scotch ad that features a
Very thin and pretty young woman looking in a
Mmirror while her boyfriend observes her. The copy,
addressed to him, says, “Listen, if vou can handle
Honey, do I ook fat?’ you can handle this.” These
tWo are so intimate that she can share her deepest
fears with him—and he can respond by chuckling
at her adorable vulnerability and knocking back

another scotch. And everyone who sees the ad gets
the message that it is perfectly normal for all young
women, including thin and attractive ones, to worry
about their weight. . . .

Not ail of this js intentional on the part of the
advmm
Mﬁ?ﬁ?ﬁ%’?ﬂéﬁ%ﬁ'f?ﬁﬁﬁ"’aﬁiﬁf and
afect Wollen's self-estes. But some of It reflects

Sty

thé unconscious attitudes Eﬁibﬁﬁfﬁgﬁgﬂﬁm-
L&l advertisers, as well as what Carl Jung referred
£0'as the “collective unconscious.” Advertisers are
members of the culture too and have been as thor-
oughly conditioned as anyone else. The magazines
and the ads deliberately create and intensify anxiety
about weight because it is so profitable. On a deeper
level, however, they reflect cultural concerns and
conflicts about women'’s power. Real freedom for
women would change the very basis of our male-
dominated society. It is not surprising that many
men {and women, to be sure) fear this,

“The more you subtract, the more youadd,” says
an ad that ran in several women'’s and teen maga-
zinesin 1997, Surprisingly, it is an ad for clothing, not
for a diet product. Overtly, it is a statement about
minimalism in fashion. However, the fact that the
girl in the ad is very young and very thin reinforces
another message, a message that an adolescent girl
constantly gets from advertising and throughout the
popular culture, the message that she should dimin-
ish herself, she 5 an she is.

On the most obvious and familiar level, this
refers to her body. However, the loss, the subtraction,
the cutting down to size also refers to her.sense of her
self, her sexuality, her need for authentic connection,
and her longing for power and freedom, I certainly
don’t think that the creators of this particular ad had
all this in mind. They're simply selling expensive
clothing in an unoriginal way, by using a very
young and very thin woman—and an unfortu-
nate tagline. It wouldn’t be important at all were
there not so many other ads that reinforce this
message and did it not coincide with a cultural
crisis taking place now for adolescent girls.

“We cut Judy down to size,” says an ad for a
health club. “Soon, you’ll both be taking up less
space,” says an ad for a collapsible treadmill, refer-
ring both to the product and to the young worman

- exercising on it. The obsession with thinness is most

deeply about cutting gis ana wommen down fo size It

oﬁi}{ a symbol, albeit 3 very powerful and destructive




Some argue that it is men’s awareness of Just how
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one, of tremendous fear of female  power, Powerfgl
women are scen by many. people (women as well as

dangerous.

men) as inherently destructive and

powerful women can be that has created the attempts
to keep women small.'” Indeed, thinness as an ideal
has always accompanied periods of gr ee-
dom for women— as soon as we got the vote, boy-
ish flapper bodies caite wito vogue. No wonder
thefe is such pressire on young women today to
be thin, to shrink, to be like little girls, not to take up
too much space, literally or figuratively.

At the same time there is relentless pressure on
women to be small, there is also pressure on us to
succeed, to achieve, to “have it ali.” We can be
successful as long as we stay “feminine” (i.e., power-
fess enotigh'not to be truly threatening). One way to
do this is to present an image of fragility, to look like
a waif. This demonstrates that one is both in control
and still very “feminine.” One of the many double
binds tormenting young women today is the need
to be both sophisticated and accomplished, yet also
@@Eﬁﬂd&bﬂdﬁk&égai&uthi.ﬁ.aEEliesm@st.lx.to
middie- to upper-class white women.

" The changing roles and greater opportunities
for women promised by the women’s movement
are trivialized, reduced to the private search for the
slimmest body. In one commercial, three skinny
young women dance and sing about the “taste of
freedom.” They are feeling free because they can
now eat bread, thanks to a low-calorie version. A
commercial for a fast-food chain features a very
slim young woman who announces, “I have a
license to eat.” The salad bar and lighter fare have
given her freedom to eat (as if eating for women
were a privilege rather than a need). “Free your-
self,” says ad after ad for diet products. . ..

Most of us know by now about the damage done
to girls by the tyranny of the ideal image, weightism,
and the obsession with thinness. But girls get other
messages too that “cut thetn down to size” more
subtly. In ad after ad girls are urged to be “barely
there” —beautiful but silent. Of course, girls are not
just influenced by images of other girls. They, are
even more powerfully attuned to images of women,
because they learn from these images what is ex-
pected of them, what they are to become. And they
see these images again and again in the magazines
they read, even those magazines designed for
teenagers, and in the commercials they watch. -

"Make a statement without saying a word,”
says an ad for perfume. And indeed this is one of
the primary messages of the culture to adolescent
girls. “The silence of a look can reveal more than
words,” says another perfume ad, this one featur-
ing a woman Iying on her back. “More than wordg
can say,” says yet another perfume ad, and a cloth.
ing ad says, “Classic is speaking your mind (with-
out saying a word).” An ad for lipstick says, “Watch
your mouth, young lady,” while one for nail polish
says, “Let your fingers do the talking,” and one for
hairspray promises “hair that speaks volumes.” [p
another ad, a young woman’s turtleneck is pulled
over her mouth. And an ad for a movie soundtrack
features a chilling image of a young woman with
her lips sewn together. -

Itis not only the girls themselves who see these
images, of course. Their parents atd teachers and
doctors see them and they influence their sense of
how girls should be, A 1999 study done at the Unj-
versity of Michigan found that, beginning in oTe-
school, girls are told to be quiet much more often
than boys.'® Although boys were much noisier than
girls, the girls were told to speak softly or to use a
“nicer” voice about three times more often. Girls
were encouraged to be quiet, small, and ph sically
constrained. The researcher concluded that one of
‘the consequences of this socialization is that girls
grow into women afraid to speak up for themselves
Or to use their voices to protect themselves from a
variety of dangers. . ..

“Score high on nonverbal skills,” says a clothing
ad featuring a young African-American woman,
while an ad for mascara tells young women to
“make up your own language.” And an Italian ad
features a very thin young woman in an elegant
coat sitting on a window seat. The copy says, “This
woman is silent. This coat talks.” Girls, seeing these
images of women, are encouraged to be silent, mys-
terious, not to talk too much or too loudly. In many
different ways, they are told “the more you sub-
tract, the more you add.” In this kind of climate, a
Buifalo jeans ad featuring a young woman scream-
ing, “I don't have to scream for attention but [ do,”
can seem like an improvement— until we notice that
she’s really getting attention by unbuttoning her
blouse to her navel. This is typical of the mixed
messages so many ads and other forms of the media
give girls. The young woman seems fierce and power-
ful, but she’s really exposed, vulnerable.
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The January 1998 cover of Seventeen highlights
an article, “Do you talk too much?” On the back
cover is an ad for Express mascara, which promises
“high voltage volume instantly!” As if the way that
. girls can express themselves and turn up the vol-
i uime is via their mascara. Is this harmless wordplay,
¥ or is it a sophisticated and clever marketing ploy
7 based on research about the silencing of girls, delib-
' e‘rately"qgﬁgn'ed-to-amwmméfﬁ“mﬁ‘tﬁé"ﬁﬁ“ﬁ'ﬁeﬁ

at least some form of self-exprossion? Advertis

certainly spend a Iﬁifwﬁmf'ﬁftﬁm'é}chological re-
scarch and focus groups. 1 would expect these
. &roups to reveal, among other things, that teenage
" 8irls are angry but reticent. Certainly the cumula-
+ tiveeffect of these images and words urging girls to
express themselves only through their bodies and
through products is serious and harmful.

Many ads feature girls and young women in
very passive poses, limp, doll-like, sometimes act-
ing like little girls, playing with dolls and wearing
bows in their hair. One ad uses a pacifier to sell lip-

Dol Blush Highlight. “Lolita seems to be a comeback
kid,” says a fashion layout featuring a woman
wearing a ridiculous hairstyle and a baby-doll
dress, standing with shoulders slumped and feet
apart. In women’s and teen magazines it is virtually
impossible to tell the fashion layouts from the ads,
Indeed, they exist to support each other.

As Erving Goffman pointed out in Gender
Advertisements, we learn a great deal about the dis-
Parate power of males and females simply through
the body language and poses of advertising.1?
. Yomen, especially young women, are generally
. SubserVistit to tmen m g s, through both size and
_ Pﬁsition. ST e
L ™ Girls are often shown as playful clowns in ads,
|~ PeTpetuating the attitude that girls and women are
: childish and cannot be faken seriously, whereas even
k- VerY young men are generally portrayed as secure,
k. Powerful, and serious. People in control of their [ives
b Stand upright, alert, and ready to meet the world. In
- CONtrast, femaleg often appear off-balance, insecure,
£ 30d weak. Often oyur body parts are bent, conveying
L .u“Preparedness, submissiveness, and appease-
f Nt We exhibit what Goffman terms “licensed
JWlthdrawal”—-seeming to be psychologically re-
- Moved, disoriented, defenseless, spaced out.

Females touch people and things delicately, we
€S8, whereas males grip, clench, and grasp, We

stick and another the image of a baby to sell Baby-

cover our faces with our hair or our hands, conveying
shame or embarrassment, And, no matter what hap-
pens, we keep on smiling, “Just smiling the bothers
away,” as one ad says. This ad is particularly disturb-
ing because the model is a young African-American
woman, a member of a group that has long been en-
couraged to just keep smiling, no matter what. She's
even wearing a kercl'ﬁef, like Aunt Jernima, The cul-
tural fear of angry women is intensified dramatically
when the womnen are Africar merican.. .,

- ASgirls GOme oF agesexually, the culture gives
them impossibly contradictory messages. As the
Sevenieen ad says, “She wants to be outragecus. And
accepted.” Advertising slogans such as “because in-
hocence is sexier than you think,” “Purity, yes. Inno-
cence never,” and “nothing so sensual was ever 80
innocent” place them in a double bind. “Only some-
thing so pure could Inspire such unspeakable
Passion,” declares an ad for Jovan musk that features
a white flower. Somehow girls are supposed to be
both innocent and seductive, virginal and experi-
enced, all at the same time. As they quickly learn, this
is tricky.

Females have long been divided into virgins
and whores, of course. What is new is that girls
aré now supposed to embody both within them.-
selves. This is symbolic of the centra] contradic-
tion of the culture—we must work hard and
produce and achieve success and yet, at the same
time, we are encouraged to live impulsively,
spend a lot of money, and be constantly and im-
mediately gratified. This tension is.reflected in
our attitudes toward many things, including sex
and eating, Girls are promised fulfillment both
through being thin and through eating rich foods,
just as they are promised fulfillment through
being innocent and virginal and through wild
and impulsive sex. , .

The emphasis for girls and women is always on
beinlg_desirable, TioF on experiendinig desite. Girls
who want to be sexually active instead of simply
being the objects of male desire are given only one
model 1o follow, that of exploitive male sexuality. It
seems that advertisers can’t conceive of a kind of
power that isn’t manipulative and exploitive or a
way that Wornen - D¢ actively sexual without
being like traditional men.

hV%omen who are “powerful” in advertising are
uncommitted. They treat men like sex objects: “If |
want a man to see my bra, I take him home,” says




an androgynous young woman. They are elusive
and distant: “She is the first woman who refused to
take your phone calls,” says one ad. As if it were a
good thing to be rude and inconsiderate. Why
should any of us, male or female, be inferested in
someone who won't take our phone calls, who
either cares so little for us or is so manijpulative?
Mostly though, girls are not supposed to have
sexual agency. They are supposed to be passive,
swept away, overpowered. “See where it takes
you,” says a perfume ad featuring a couple passion-
ately embracing. “Unleash your fantasies,” says an-
other. “A force of nature.” This contributes to the
strange and damaging concept of the “good girl” as
the one who is swept away, unprepared for sex, ver-
sus the “bad girl” as the one who plans for sex, uses
contraception, and is generally responsible. A young

s e
woman can manage to have sex and yet in some sense

maintain her virginity by being “out of control,”
dnunk; or deep in denial about the entire experience.

No wonder most teenage pregnancies occur when
one or both parties is drunk. Alcohol and other mind-
altering drugs permit sexual activity at the same time
that they allow denial. One is almost literally not
there. The next day one has an excuse. I was drunk, I
was swept away. I did not choose this experience.

In adolescence girls are told that they have to
give up much of what they know about relation-
ships and intimacy if they want to attract men. Most
tragically, they are told they have to give up each
other. The truth is that one of the most powerful an-
tidotes to destructive cultural tmessages is close and
supportive female friendships. But girls are often
encouraged by the culture to sacrifice their relation-
sh_i_ﬁsﬁg\:i%ﬁach other and to enter into hostile com-_

petition for the attention of boys and men. “What
the bitch who's about to steal your man wears,”
says one ad. And many ads feature young women
fighting or glaring at each other.

Of course, some girls do resist and rebel. Some
are encouraged (by someone-—a loving parent, a
supportive teacher) to see the cultural contradic-
tions clearly and to break free in a healthy and
positive way. Others rebel in ways that damage
themselves. A young woman seems to have only
two choices: She can bury her sexual self, be a
“good girl,” give in to what Carol Gilligan terms
“the tyranny of nice and kind” (and numb the pain
by overeating or starving or cutting herself or drink-
ing heavily).? Or she can become a rebel —flaunt

her sexuality, seduce inappropriate partners, smoke,
drink flamboyantly, use other drugs. Both of these
responses are self-destriactive, but they begin as an
attempt to survive, not to self-destruct. . ..

There are few healthy alternatives for girls who
want to truly rebel against restrictive gender roles
and stereotypes. The recent emphasis on girl power
has led to some real advances for gitls and young
women, especially in the arenas of music and sports,
But it is as often co-opted and trivialized. . ..
Magazines like New Moon, Hues, and Teen Voices
offer a real alternative to the glitzy, boy-crazy,
appearance-obsessed teen magazines on the new-
stands, but they have to struggle for funds since
they take no advertising. There are some good zines
and Websites for girls on the Internet but there are
also countless sites that degrade and endanger
them. And Barbie continues to rake in two billion
dollars a year . .. while a doll called “Happy to be
me,” similar to Barbie but much more realistic and
down to earth, was available for a couple of years in
the mid-1990s ... . and then vanished from sight.2! Of
course, Barbie’s makers have succumbed to pressure
somewhat and have remade her with a thicker waist,
smaller breasts, and slimmer hips. Asa result, accord-
ing to Anthony Cortese, she has already lost her wait-
ressing job at Hooter’s and her boyfriend Ken has
told her that he wants to start seeing other dolls.2

Girls who want to escape the stereotypes are
viewed with glee by advertisers, who rush to offer
them, as always, power via products. The emphasis
in the ads is always on their sexuality, which is
exploited to sell them makeup and clothes and
shoes. . .. A demon woman sells a perfume called
Hypnotic Poison. A trio of extremely thin African-
American women brandish hair appliances and
products as if they were weapons—and the brand
is 911. A cosmetics company has a line of products
called “Bad Gal” In one ad, eyeliner is shown in
cartoon version as a girl, who is holding a dog say-
ing, “grrrr,” surely a reference to “grrrrls,” a symbol
these days of “girl power” (as in cybergrrrl.com, the
popular Website for girls and young women). Un-
fortunately, girl power doesn’t mean much if girls
don’t have the tools to achieve it. Without repro-
ductive freedom and freedom fromm%iﬂ'
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vast sandpile. If we entirely enter the world of ads,
imagine them to be real for a moment, we find that
the sandpile has completely closed us in, and there's
only one escape route—buy something. ... “Hey
girls, you've got the power of control” says an ad
for ... hairspray. “The possibilities are endless”
(clothing). “Never lose control” (hairspray again).
“You never had this much control when you were
on your own” (hair gel). “Exceptional character” (a
watch). “An enlightening experience” (face powder).
“Inner strength” {(vitamins). "Only Victoria's Secret
could make control so sensual” (girdles). “Stronger
longer” (shampoo). Of course, the empowerment,
the enlightenrment, is as impossible to get through
products as is anything else—love, security, romance,
passion. On one level, we know this. On another, we
keep buying and hoping—and buying.

Other ads go further and offer products as a
way to rebel, to be a real individual, “Live outside
the lines,” says a clothing ad featuring a young
woman walking out of a men’s room. This kind of
rebellion isn't going to rock the world. And, no sur-
prise, the young woman is very thin and conven-
tionally pretty. Another pretty young woman sells a
brand of jeans called “Revolt.” “Dor't just change . .
revolt,” says the copy, but the young woman is pas-
sive, slight, her eyes averted,

“Think for yourself,” says yet another hollow-
cheeked young woman, demonstrating her individ-
uality via an expensive and fashionable sweater.
“Be amazing” {cosmetics). “Inside every worman is
astar” (clothing). “If you're going to create electric-
ity, use it” (watches), “If you let your spirit out,
where would it go” (perfume). These women are all
Perfect examples of conventional “fernininity,” as is
the young woman in a Halston perfume ad that
3ays, “And when she was bad she wore Halston.”
What kind of “bad” is this? . . .
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SIXTEEN

The Body Politic (1995)

Abra Fortune Chernik

My body possesses solidness and curve, like the
ocean. My weight mingles with Earth’s pull, draw-
ing me onto the sand. I have not always sent waves
into the world. I flew off once, for five years, and
swirled madly like a cracking brown leaf in the
salty autumn wind. I wafted, dried out, apathetic.

I had no weight in the world during my years of
anorexia. Curled up inside my thinness, a refugee in
a cocoon of hunger, [ lost the capacity to care about
myself or others. I starved my body and twitched in
place as those around me danced in the energy of
shared existence and progressed in their lives.
When I graduated from college crowned with aca-
demic honors, professors praised my potential. I
warnited only to vanish.

It took three months of hospitalization and two
years of outpatient psychotherapy for me to learn to
nourish myself and to live in a body that expresses
strength and honesty in its shape. I accepted my
right and my obligation to take up room with my
figure, voice and spirit.  remembered how to tumble
forward and touch the world that holds me. I chose
the ocean as my guide.

Who disputes the ocean’s fullness?

Growing up in New York City, I did not care
about the feminist movement. Although I attended
an all-girls high school, we read mostly male

authors and studied the history of men. Embr_gcing
mainstream culture without question, I learned about
womanhood from fashion magazines, Madison
.A_yyﬂ;e and Hollywood. 1 dismissed feminist alter-
natives as foreign and offensive, swathed as they
were in stereotypes that threatened my adolescent
need for conformity.

Puberty hit late; I did not complain. I enjoyed
living in the lanky body of a tall child and insisted
on the title of “girl.” If anyone referred to me as a
“young woman,” I would cry out, horrified, “Do not
call me the Wword!” But at sixteen years old, I could
no longer deny my fate. My stomach and breasts
rounded. Curly black hair sprouted in the most em-
barrassing places. Hips swelled from a once-flat
plane. Interpreting maturation as an unacceptable
lapse into fleshiness, I resolved to eradicate the
physical symptoms of my impending womanhood.

"""Magazitie "articles, television cominercials,
lunchroom conversation, gymnastics coaches and
write-ups on models had saturated me with diet
savvy. Once I decided to lose weight, I quickly
turned expert. I dropped hot chocolate from my
regular breakfast order at the Skyline Diner. I re-
placed lunches of peanut butter and Marshmallow
Fluff sandwiches with small platters of cottage
cheese and cantaloupe. I eliminated dinner alto-
gether and blunted my appetite with Tab, Camel
Lights, and Carefree bubble gum, When furious
craving overwhelmed my resolve and I swallowed
an extra something, I would flee to the nearest bath-
room to purge my mistake.

Within three months, I had returned my body to
its preadolescent proportions and had manipulated




